CHAPTER  IV

INCIDENCE OF TAXES ON PERSONAL PROPERTY, ON CAPITAL
AND INTEREST

WHAT is called personal property in English-speaking coun-
tries includes not only capital in the economic sense, but con-
sumable commodities not used in production, like books and
pictures, and wealth of other kinds, like money. Taxes may
be imposed either on property itself or on the revenue derived
from property. Since all taxes are nominally paid out of
revenue, it is thus immaterial, so far as the question of inci-
dence is concerned, whether we speak of taxes on capital or
of those on interest and profits. It has been laid down as a
general proposition by a recent writer that " the taxation of
property is the taxation of the property owner." I The mat-
ter, however, is by no means so simple as is assumed.

So far as a tax is laid on personal property which is not
capital it cannot be shifted. For instance, if a tax is imposed
on the permanent owner of luxuries, like pictures or jewels,
he, and he alone, bears the burden. Of this nature are what
are known in England as the assessed taxes and in the con-
tinental countries as sumptuary taxes. Whatever is held
simply for enjoyment and not for sale, provided it is riot used
for productive or lucrative purposes, is not capital. A tax on
such property cannot be shifted, because the property is not
sold, and because it produces nothing which can be sold.
Here, indeed, the taxation of property is the taxation of the
property owner. On the other hand, the incidence of a tax

1 "The Single Tax." By Charles B. Spahr. In Political Science Quarterly,
vij P- 633. Cf. the same author's An Essay on the Present Distribution of Wealth
in the United States. New York, n.d. (1896), p. 154, note.
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